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R313The British prime minister, Gordon 
Brown, may have been hoping for a 
quiet Easter break but he soon got 
warning in the press of an issue that 
would scupper any such thoughts. 
The government is backing a bill that 
will put into law many of the practices 
currently licensed case by case by the 
Human Fertilization and Embryology 
Authority. Britain is currently one of 
the nations at the forefront of human 
embryology research which has 
been a great boost for scientists in 
the field, but an ongoing problem for 
opponents. So the prospect of the 
new bill was the perfect platform for 
opponents. “The bill represents a 
monstrous attack on human rights, 
human dignity and human life,” said 
Cardinal Keith O’Brian, leader of 
the Catholic Church in Scotland, “In 
some European countries one could 
be jailed for doing what we intend 
to make legal,” the BBC reported 
ahead of his Easter sermon on the 
issue. “I can say the government has 
no mandate for these changes: they 
were not in any election manifesto, 
nor do they enjoy widespread public 
support,” he said.
The government had planned to 
force its MPs to vote in favour of the 
new bill at its reading in parliament 
this month. But by Saturday, the Daily 
Telegraph was reporting that the prime 
minister faced a Cabinet revolt. Three 
Catholic ministers, Des Brown, the 
defence secretary, Paul Murphy, the 
Welsh secretary and Ruth Kelly, the 
transport secretary, were reported to be 
pushing to vote against part of the bill.
Meanwhile other religious 
leaders were joining the attack. The 
Archbishop of Cardiff, Peter Smith, 
condemned the proposals as “gross 
interference in human life,” the 
Telegraph reported. And the leader 
of the Catholic Church in England, 
Cardinal Cormac Murphy O’Connor, 
urged Catholics to write to their MPs 
to demand free voters.
“The government is facing a 
resignation from the cabinet if Gordon 
Brown refuses to allow Labour 
ministers to vote against contentious 
proposals to allow medical research 
on human–animal embryos”, reported 
the Guardian. “It is difficult to imagine 
a single piece of legislation which 
more comprehensively attacks the 
sanctity and dignity of human life than 
News focus 
this particular bill,” said O’Brian, in the 
Guardian.
But in the face of the Easter 
religious onslaught, researchers were 
also raising their profile. 
By Monday, the Independent’s 
front page story highlighted new 
work on the potential benefit of 
embryo- derived stem cells. “A 
potential cure for Parkinson’s disease 
has come a significant step closer 
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Species worldwide are under growing 
threat from environmental loss and 
climate change, but a new report 
by the Worldwide Fund for Nature 
(WWF), has highlighted the particular 
problems in Australia, more alarming 
because the country is one of the 
world’s least populated but wealthiest.
“Almost 40 per cent of mammal 
extinctions globally in the past 200 
years have occurred in Australia,” the 
report says. “This incredible continent 
is losing species at an unprecedented 
rate and, as most species found 
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Wildlife prospects 
under spotlight
here aren’t found anywhere else, 
the loss of Australian species is a 
loss for the whole world. The habitat 
destruction and alteration, invasive 
species and altered fire regimes, that 
have occurred as a result of our use 
of the land, are the major factors in 
driving Australia’s shocking extinction 
record,” the report says.
It is not just the obvious impacts 
of climate change like rising 
temperatures and declining rainfall 
that are important, the report 
highlights. “The early signs are that 
climate change is likely to make all of 
the existing threats to species worse.” 
Australia is under particular threat 
because of the patchwork nature 
of its wildlife. Climate change may 
mean more frequent and hotter wild 
fires, reduced connectivity between 
already fragmented habitats and 
the expansion of invasive species, 
like cane toads. As humans respond 
to changes in climate, agricultural 
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is possible to treat the degenerative 
brain disorder with cells derived from 
cloned embryos - a development 
condemned by the Roman Catholic 
Church,” the paper reported.
“The research was carried out 
on laboratory mice but scientists 
believe the findings are proof that 
the techniques could be applied 
to humans suffering not just from 
Parkinson’s but a range of other 
incurable diseases,” the paper 
reported.
By Easter Monday there were already 
reports that the prime minister planned 
to soften the tough government line 
on the bill. “Under a highly unusual 
compromise, ministers and some 
Labour backbenchers could be allowed 
to oppose this part of the bill – but only 
if the government were confident the 
revolt would not kill off the proposal,” 
the Independent reported.
But other newspapers worried on. 
“As many as 12 ministers could quit 
if ordered to back a bill allowing the 
creation of part-animal, part-human 
embryos for medical research”, 
reported the Daily Mail. “The prime 
minister is determined to pass the 
legislation - which will also abolish 
the need for IVF clinics to consider a 
child’s need for a father and allow the 
creation of ‘saviour siblings’ to cure 
sick brothers and sisters”,  
the paper said.
By the time the Easter holiday was 
over, it was clear the prime minister 
had relented on initial demands for a 
party whip on all aspects of the bill. 
“For weeks the prime minister has 
refused a free vote on the measure 
despite a mutiny threatened by three 
cabinet ministers,” the Telegraph said. 
“Yesterday Mr. Brown agreed to let 
Labour MPs vote according to their 
conscience, rather than the party 
whip, on the three most controversial 
clauses of the Human Fertilisation and 
Embryology Bill,” it said. 
But the Daily Mail was not letting up. 
“Is that what you call a free vote?” 
the paper said. “Embryo compromise 
attacked by rebels and scientists 
alike”, it reported. “The partial 
climbdown, designed to head off 
possible cabinet resignations and 
mounting attacks from religious 
leaders, was condemned for not going 
far enough by Labour rebels,” it said. 
Further column inches seem likely 
before the crucial parliamentary vote 
later this month.
